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ABSTRACT

The paper looks at the development of a play group
for autistic children with descriptions of the autistic population,
the daily program, the program's philosophy, the play group model,
and actual lessons, Children, who ranged in age from 5 to 9 years,
often chose activities which were self-stimulating and/or repetitive.
The daily program included daily motor, lunch, and recess periods to
offer a chance to mainstream the children into a group of multiply
handicapped students; academics; and therapy and speech/language
services on an individual or small group basis. The play group was
designed to facilitate any positive social interactions, either
verbal or nonverbal. Play-group design allowed the clinician to
structure activities to accommodate the child's level of functioning.
Toys were selected for a play group lesson with consideration of fou:
features--realism, structure, responsiveness, and functional
complexity. (A sample lesson plan for three therapy sessions is
offered). At the end of the program year, children were demonstrating
many modeled interactions not seen in the early stages of the play
group. {(SW)
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PLAYING wITH AUTISTIC CHILDREN

Presented by: ary W. Casner & Susan F, Marks

This paper is a description of the development of a play grour for autistin
children. 1Included are descriotions of the autistic pepulatiae and their
daily precgram, our %asic philosophy, the play group wmodel and actual
lessons.

Because rwest of the recent literature on language develonrr~nt and discrders
emphasizes the interaction of social, as well as cognitive ancd linguistic
factors in lanocvrage learning, the authors cnose a play c¢rcup as the nedium
to provide languace stimulaticn and trainina., 1In addition to the social
setting, the play oroup wodel provided several variables which could help .
facilitate comrurication among these autistic chilaren. Given the striking
corwmunication proklens evidsnced in these children, it seemed they amight
interact more easily in a play situation than in a rigida classroom or "
therapy setting., A play group cculd provida ooportunities for each ciild to
interact at hls own level or coufort. with eleven children and tuwe agulte
in our large groun activitles the levels ol interaction as xeil Aas the
opportunities for interaction were plentiful.

There was cne additional reason for choosingz the playing group format. Due
te the children's daily schedule (wnich will be dezcribed more fuliy 2t a
lacer point), speech and language sarvices were necessarily episoaic and
ancillary. The authors beltieved that in a vlay group the children would
cevelop s<i'ls wiaich would he more eacily qeneralized to free time and/or at
home social pericds,

Tte first descripticn of tone behavior of the autistic child (Kanner 1943),
included anlavei languace and lan&hace abpormaiities such as irmediate and
deleyed ecnolalia ancg preoncmial problems. Since tilen, comwunication
provnlens of autistic cvlldren have consistently been menticned wnen behavioy
deficits are desgribed. however, etioloay, diasnocls and trzatment remaln
aresas O arrat controvarsv, kecent research emphasizes lanauacge and
corsunication d2{icit=~ as the central pnronlem oi autism (Prizant, Ruttarl).
It was around this research that tna clav-aroup was designed. The autiscic
children witt: the »row. am ha2 a wiae rance or scecch, lanouage and
communicatinn rnrowlens, Tven the chila with the most Lluent sceech patterns
and correct linguistic structures had sever?2 cowmunication provlews.
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Our children ranged -in age from 5 to 2 years. Some spoke in linguistically
and pnonemically correct seven- and eight-word sentences: one used only a
few speecnh zcunds along with some grunts and gestures. The childi who
demonstrated the most social and communicative bshaviors was. alsc 75%
unintelligible. Cognitive funccioning ranged rfrom moderately retarded to
above @&verace. At the beginning, souwe children responded to aault
stimelation, but few, if any, appropriate peer intersactions were achieved.
when allowed free time, the chilidren most often chose activities which were
self-stimulating and/or repetitive. If interactions occured, they were in
the form of syuabkles to determine ownership of a toy or a space.

For most of the day, the children were grouped in two segarate classroous.
The groupings were determined by considering the children's cognitive
functioniang, behavior cnaracteristics and age. In retrospect however, the
most =alient feature of the division was the child's verbkal ability, with
one clascsroom having those children who were most verbal and the other those
who ware lessz verbal. For the ipoet part, the children's verbal ability
corresponded positively with their cognitive functioning, althouyh there
wera somes excegtions. The cunildren's verbal ability aid not correspond
directly to their comaunicative ability. Buring the chléren's math and
classroon lenguage arts periods, some re-grouping of the children took
place.

Daily motecr, lunch and recess periods provided the children a chance to ke
mainstrea.end inte a novulatieon of .wuitirly handicanred soecial educaticn
stucdents., Occupational theravy, rhysical tnerapy, scveech/lanqguajye services °
were provided to individuals or swmall groups of children throughout the
week.,

The chiluren's schedules providea times for academic work as well as
training self-help shills. Academics included math or cencept development,
and reading or lanyuage arts. These ar2as were denerally tauoht throuoh
drill with materials for the sesgion including both the Distar Languadge and
Math programsg. sSelf-ielp skills were taught in sequernced .teps taxken from
stafi~rdevelonea task analysis flow charts. Performance in beth academic and
self-help skills was counted and charted to determine progress. Anti-social
hehaviors were i1dentiiied sc vehavior ranacewment technigues to facilitate
extinction of thaue behbaviors could be instituted. Both positive
reinforcarenpt and punishment was used to decrease unaesirable bshavior., Ppat
siwply, the overail provram was behaviorally oriented.

5]
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QUR UEFINILION OF PLAY e
Play is a worg that ceems toe elude definition--yet all feel thev know what
it is. For this play group, the pragmatic/interactive Eiae of play wacs
studied. Recauvse earliest play taxes the. forw of social rituwals (i.e., a
mother playing with ber child mignt say, “Say #ommy"), inkeractions on a
very low level were accegted as play. These very eariyv rituals lay the
groundwork for establisning turn-taking, sharing and then tear werk., An
attempt was made to incorgorate the ideas expressd by Doctors ¢ )
Kirschenblatt~Gixwblett ana Garvev in Johrson and Jonnson's Pediatric Round
Table:3, when the planniny for the play group. The doctors suggested
routines took on & playiul quality when:

1. There was mutual involvement or it was a
shared "activity.

2. There were alternating turns, usually accompanied
by some sort of “turn®” signals.

3. There were repetitions of the entire interactions;
a succession of turns.

4, Tnere was non-literality or more than a literal
meaning to the avt., ror eiample, rclling a kall
was not aa act oeriorred for iveceli, there w&z
an intencea reaction--tue raturn ¢!l the kpall. It
was o way for an interaction with another operscn.

Considering these four features of play, develonment of the traininz model
was begun,

1t was found that tne following guestions had to be answered before actual
ilessons were planned:

. what did we want ko accomplish?

.  who should particicate?

. How could we best include the teachang/aice staff?
. What physical surrounuings were best? .

. What tyrpe of interactions did we want to establisn?

1 +

. wnat rules, if any, were necessary for the group?



file:///vhen

Playing witn Autistic Children
CASNSY & aAras 19Yb4

Teacher/sicda Staff - It was asked that one or twe statff menbers ke
present to observe tecnniques and to veriorm penavior protocols when
neces<€ary. -

For this group the ¢cal, simply stated, was to facilitate any positive
social interacicng, either verbal or nonverkal, Some of the key cuidelines
necessary for maximum effectiveness with tihls population includea:

Phycsical sSet Up - Any plece in cthe school or dn the school grounds

was acceptable. 1ne area had tc be structured kefore the session

to exclude wiscellaneous tcvs and as many distractcors as possibie.

The Rules -~ No child was forced to participate but they did bave to
remain in tae designated arza. Taey were not permitted to play with
any okjects otrher tha. tinose provided by the therapists.

The Participants = 311 the children in botn classes and two therapists
were Lfncluded. The c¢hildren were to remain in the group aniess
physically endanacering tnemselves or otnere, They could also be
removed [ros ths greoup by one of the autism stafr menmbersz should the
child not comply with his lindividual behavior pretocel.

TYPE OF TRAINING

The lesscns ware aot to contain anv form Of rigid or -irill cherany., wvithin
£his frame~ork, each caiili was helped co buils counitiv: scheans for
interacting ac ri1s own level of funztioniny. Ibe play-orsuo desien ellcwen
the cliniclan to easily structure the activity to accomoiate for individual -
differences in ability to interact and cemmunicate. Toe following i= & lict
of sowe cf tne ways in wnich the individual autistic children werce
encouragea hto interact:

watching the aroup

Sitting or standins with the groap

Imitating social rituals

rRecelving an object or toy frem an adult or peer

Hanainyg an object or toy to an adult or peer

Comngnting on cne's own activity

Comwsenting orn the activity cof another .

Relincuizhipny a turn Ly calliine another chila's name
RelinJuishkinog a turn £ty in-tructing tae nexkt child's activity
Reyuesting a turn by raisino hand

Reqluesting a turn by askina

Cranging or maniculating ons':s own turn by reguesting an object or
action

. »
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13. Touching another chilad

14, 2llowing sormeone to touch them

15. Initiating a new activity by dewonstration for the group
16, Initiating a new activity by reguest

It should be noted that no positive social interacticn was disallowed.
Also, tnis list does nct represent an order in which interactions were
taught. FEach day and each activity broubtht differsnt respeonces from the
children., It was up t0 the clinician to capitalize upon tne situation and
build from the pcint at waich the child presented himself.

A major deficit for this group was their initiation of interactions. Most
would respond at some level (not aiways appropriately, but aevertheless,
there was a responce). dowaver, very few initiations were noted. rLhus, it
was the clinicians' task to wmove.the child from a-ceonstant response mode and
place him in a situation which demanded an initiation of compunication or
interaction., Looxiny back at the list of ways in which the autistic child
might interact in the play-group, the clinician was primarily concerned with
facilitating those intéractlcne emanating from the self to the outside
world, i.e., numbers 5,7,%,5,13,15 and 16.

Anotner facet of the proaram was to concentrats on developing and
establishing peer relationshine, It was often noted that a child more
fregquently interacted with the familiar adults than with his classma.es.
Thug, child to child interactions were more desirable than chili to adult
interactions,
SELECTION OF TOYS .
Researcn chows that children under age 2 years have a difficult ti<e
engaglng in play with highly unrealistic toys. BRBecause most of the auvtistic
children rzlatea to ocuers in priwitiye ways, it at all, the toys used for
the oiay—arouo were kept in the realistic regalm. A cecond r2ature of toys
that is similar to realism, is tnelr degrge of structure. A structured uov
is one that, bv iis very nature, inpliers specific ways in which it should be
used. with more structured toys, less is requirea of the child, kxamples
of unstructured toys are ciay, blocks and fingerygaint, Structured toys
would incluue cars ana housevarzs.. anotuer feature of tovs whicn neess to
be connliaer=a is its resconsiveness., A recconsive toy can teach that
behavior uas coun=zeguences, & cause and effect relationshin., when the chila
first comes in contact with a toy, an accidental wove may elicit the
resconse fron the toy. fThrough exmerience, the ehi1ld learns to ourgcosefully
manijouiace the toy to elicit the desired response. Slowly the cnail? sees ue
can contr>l ni< enviconment. while resronsive toys are desirable to hels
tre calld becoawe aware oi his ability tco nranipulate his environment, tne toy
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should not do so much that the child becomes passive. The battery-operated
monkey that beats a drum is responsive--the child must turn it on--but after
that, the chila need not be invoived with the toy again.

The fourth feature of toys to he noted is the toy's functional complexity.
How many ways could tne toy function appropriately? A ball would ke a goed
exanpie or a functionally complex tov--one may hit, throw, bounce, roll,
kick, etc., a ball.

Surmmarizing, the four features of toys to be considered when planning a

play~croup lesson are: <
1. Realism -
2. Structure
3. Responsiveness
4. Functicnal complexity

An activity can be pianned to augimmnent or delete any of these features. For
example, vaint ic an unstructured toy but through planning can be used in a
struccured way.

©
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SAMPLE LE35GN PLAN
Three Tnerapy Sessions

The lessons that follow were designed to help the chiljren understand cause
and efrect as well as to facilitate interactions. The first lesson was
presented two times. #irst, to those who were less verbal, then to the nore
verbal group. In the third session, the activity was varied ccaewhat to
further establisn the cause and efilect relationship., Also, the two groups
of children vere combirea so interactions could be modeied at diiferent
levels for all tne children.

Day 1 - Group 1 (vVerbally Restricted Chilaren)

Toys - pull toys with different reesponres
Physical setup ~ clausrcom play area with cnly pull tuys in reach
Desired Interactions

- watching group

- initiating peer or adult

‘= receiving or Jgiving a toy

- raising harnd to request a turn
-  excianging toys wiiih ceer

Cnilaren sit ie a circle, toys are presaented., Cuilidren are encoucrajes to
regquest a toy by raising their hands, Those who don't request are given a
toy Lf they will acceot it. Toys must be used in approoriate ways,
Children v1ll be encouraged to "share" ctcoye as they are willing cor aole to
do so0.

Day 2 - Group 2 (Verbal Children)

[oys and Physic 1 32tup are tine same
Desirea Interactions

- watcning group

- commenting cnown or other's interactions

-~ relisguisnial turn oy calling oo or instructing anhother
- regquestins t..n by azxking

- initiatin3 néw activity by reguest

10
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Activity 1f the same excepnt children are encouraged to verbally interact.
Therapist nay model the interaction, stecificially direcc the intcraction
(1.e., "Renee, tell Buady it i bhis tura", or, "Sean, tell anay to pull the
toy."), or prompt the interaction ky askino questions such as, “what should
Evi do?" cor, "what do you want?"

Day 3 - Grouns 1 ang 2 Ceibined

Toys - smali toys with different coler yarn pull strings ¢ied to thea
Setting - kidney shaped table

Desired interactions - any of the above with an emphasis on verbal
interactions.

Children now nave scme iaesa that pulling a string causes the toy to move.
The yarn is first lald stralgnt out froa toys so children can gull the yarn
on the toy that thev want. After chilaren are comfortable with this tabk,
the yarn is crossea s£o the visual tracking is more difficult. <Children may
obtain the toy only by pulling the yarn.

11
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